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On March 15, at United Nations headquarters in New York, the Truth Commission formally
presented its report on gross human rights abuses committed during the civil war. The threemember Commission carried out its mandate under the auspices of the Salvadoran peace accords.
(For most recent previous coverage on the Commission's investigations, see CAU 01/15/93.)
Following is a reproduction of the abstract to the 890- page report. The abstract was released on
March 15 by the Australia-based United Nations Information Center: SUMMARY Introduction The
Commission on the Truth (herein "Truth Commission") was so named because its very purpose and
function have been to seek, find and make public the truth about the acts of violence committed by
both sides in El Salvador during a civil war in which more than 75,000 Salvadorans were killed. This
report attempts to set out, with detailed examples based on extensive testimony and investigation,
responsibility for some of the worst and most widespread violations of human rights in El Salvador
between 1980 and July 1991. Peace is always made by those who have fought the war. With the
support of the United Nations, the parties in conflict explicitly established this Commission and
gave it its mandate under the peace accord. In so acting, the government of El Salvador and the
guerrillas of the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN) abandoned fratricide and
embraced the principle that the responsibility for acts of violence must be publicly recognized, that
victims must be remembered and that the perpetrators must be identified. This report is based
also on the principle that individuals, even those caught up in the fury of civil war and the orders
of superiors, are accountable for their actions. By committing themselves to remember the tragic
violence of their recent past and by calling for accountability in their new national quest for peace,
the Salvadoran people and their leaders have set a standard that offers hope in a world ravaged
daily by terrible civil wars and gross abuses of human rights. For their vision and their courage in
embracing these ends, the government, the former guerrillas and the people of El Salvador deserve
the praise and respect of the international community. The members of the Truth Commission
believe that El Salvador's commitment to face the past will go far to strengthen the determination
to find out the truth, to put an end to impunity and cover-up, and to encourage reconciliation by
means of democratic processes instead of violence. Bitter though the truth may prove to be in some
cases, recognizing what happened in El Salvador is the first essential step to assuring that it will
not happen again. For more than a decade a convulsion of violence seized El Salvador. The army,
security forces and death squads linked to them committed massacres, sometimes of hundreds
of people at a time. They also carried out targeted assassinations of many others, including the
country's archbishop and six Jesuit priests. The FMLN guerrillas also followed a logic of violence
that led to grave human rights violations. They killed, kidnapped and disappeared civilians,
dissidents within the rebel movement, public officials, mayors, judges and unarmed US military
personnel. This outburst of violence has deep roots in a history of violence in El Salvador that
permitted political opponents to be defined as enemies to be eliminated. A mentality of violence
affected all sides in the war. It was reinforced by the lack of a credible judicial system. Such hatred,
killing and acceptance of injustice must never again be allowed in El Salvador to destroy dialogue,
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tolerance, and reconciliation. Truth alone, however, is not enough to attain the further goal of
national reconciliation and reuniting the Salvadoran family. Forgiveness also is indispensable. The
abuses and the pain inflicted on tens of thousands of people in El Salvador will not and should not
be forgotten. It is the Commission's hope that the sense of justice that truth gives voice to, will in
time help them to forgive. By accepting the challenge of truth and of peace, the government and
the former guerrillas in El Salvador have assumed a special responsibility. Salvadoran society a
society of sacrifice and hope is watching them from the vantage point of history. The future of the
nation summons them, a nation which is moving forward under the influence of one dominant
idea: to lift itself out of the ruins in order to hold high, like a banner, the vision of its future. It is
the Commission's hope that a more just El Salvador will arise from the ashes of a war in which
all sides were unjust. The Mandate and Methodology of the Truth Commission The Commission
was composed of three international notables selected by the Secretary General of the United
Nations in consultation with the parties: Belisario Betancur, former president of Colombia; Reinaldo
Figueredo Planchart, former foreign minister of Venezuela; and Thomas Buergenthal, Professor
of Law, George Washington University. The Commission was not established as a judicial body.
Instead it was given six months under the terms of the Salvadoran peace accords to carry out four
main tasks: to clarify the worst human rights abuses of the war by all sides; to study with special
care the impunity with which the Salvadoran military and security forces committed abuses; to
make legal, political or administrative recommendations to prevent a repeat of past abuses; and,
finally, to stimulate national reconciliation. Both the guerrillas and the government committed
themselves to carry out the Commission's recommendations. In seeking, as mandated, the most
thorough accounting possible of human rights abuses in the war, this report names the institutions
and those individuals whom the Commission found responsible in the cases it studied. The
Commission received direct testimony from 2,000 sources relating to 7,000 victims and information
from secondary sources relating to more than 18,000 victims. Given this amount of testimony,
the Commission could only deal with a small portion of the thousands of abuses committed in
the war. It chose to select a sample of cases that either reflected the most shocking events of the
conflict or formed part of a broader, systematic pattern of abuse. All witnesses who requested
it were guaranteed confidentiality to protect their lives and encourage frankness. Based on the
number of corroborating accounts and other evidence in a particular case, the Commission used
three levels of certainty in reaching its conclusions: overwhelming evidence, substantial evidence
and sufficient evidence. Some cases could not be resolved. The testimony of a single witness or
other single source, no matter how compelling, was deemed insufficient to make a judgment if not
backed up by other evidence. Summary of conclusions in some of the major cases studied 1. Jesuit
Priests: The Commission found that in November 1989, several members of the Salvadoran Army
high command ordered the murder of the Jesuits. Officers at the military academy organized the
killings. Elements of the army Atlacatl battalion murdered the six priests, their housekeeper and
her young daughter, then attempted to leave evidence falsely implicating the rebel FMLN. For their
part in ordering the killings, the Commission calls for the immediate dismissal and banning forever
from military and security duties of Defense Minister, General Rene Emilio Ponce; Vice-Minister
General Orlando Zepeda; former vice-minister of public security Col. Inocente Montano; Chief of
Staff, General Gilberto Rubio Rubio; former Air Force commander, General Juan Rafael Bustillo;
Col. Francisco Elena Fuentes, and Col. Guillermo Alfredo Benavides. For their part in covering-up
the killings, the Commission cites Army chief of staff General Gilberto Rubio Rubio; the former
commander of the Atlacatl battalion, Col. Oscar Alberto Leon Linares; and the legal adviser to the
army high command, Rodolfo Antonio Parker Soto. 2. El Mozote: The Commission finds that the
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army killed over 200 people in El Mozote, including women and children in 1980. It cites former
Atlacatl battalion commander Col. Domingo Monterrosa Barrios; Col. Natividad de Jesus Caceres
Cabrera, a major at the time of the massacre. The Commission also cites Supreme Court President
Mauricio Gutierrez Castro for improper interference in the judicial proceedings concerning the
investigation of the massacre. 3. Archbishop Oscar Arnulfo Romero: The Commission finds that
Major Roberto D'Aubuisson ordered the assassination of the Archbishop and that Army Capt.
Eduardo Avila and former Capt. Alvaro Saravia, as well as Fernando Sagrera played an active role
in the assassination. The Commission further finds that the Supreme Court of El Salvador played an
active role in impeding the extradition from the United States of Capt. Saravia.

-- End --
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